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Research Note
The Evaluation of the New Social
Work Degree Qualification in England:
Wider Perspectives
Jill Manthorpe and Colleagues1
All European countries are facing social and economic changes that have an impact
on globalisation and migration in shaping events outside the confines of the nation
state (Lyons, 1999). Inevitably, these developments will influence the form and
content of social work education (Lyons, 2002; Shera & Bogo, 2001) and practice,
which can no longer be parochial (Dominelli, 2004).
The phased introduction of the new degree level professional qualification in the
United Kingdom provides an ideal opportunity for ensuring that debates about social
work education in the UK are set within a broader European perspective. Until now,
the refusal of the UK government of the time to make changes in line with a
European Union (EU) directive of 1989 which declared common recognition for all
social work courses of minimally three years study in higher education at degree level
leading to entry to a regulatory profession, meant that British social work awards
were not recognised in other EU countries. Ironically, faced with a recruitment crisis
at home, social work employers have been recruiting internationally qualified social
workers from overseas and, since 1990, nearly 10,000 such social workers have applied
to have letters of verification to allow them to practise in the UK.
The moves to new degrees may be seen as part of a process of convergence. But
what is converging? Is it simply the professional qualification, contributing to the
mobility of labour within Europe? Or is it that the issues addressed by social workers
have much in common: promoting the rights of children, for example? Or is it that
problems and inequalities have to be seen within an international context, for
example, that child protection may involve trafficking of children or recognition of
the common needs of some migrant families? Or perhaps it is the discipline of social
work and its intellectual underpinnings of theory, knowledge and practice wisdom
that are growing to have more in common? Or can the changes be seen as part of the
influence of globalisation on social movements in more general terms (Kofman &
Youngs, 2003)?
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These questions will not be answered by any one study. Interesting perspectives on
elements of these hypotheses have already been addressed. Hackett and colleagues
(2003), reporting on social work students from four European countries, found that
the students shared many ‘hopes and concerns’ for their future work and exhibited
similar beliefs, views and motivations. This was despite differences in the social work
professions in the four states, in the age and experiences of the students, and in levels
of status for the social work profession in each state. Jovelin’s survey (2001) further
indicated that motivation to choose a social work career might be a matter of
necessity or accident rather than choice.
Some studies suggest that rather than seeing commonalities as inevitably beneficial,
we need to be more careful about their implications. Lymbery and colleagues (2000),
again basing their conclusions on experiences of European training partnerships,
argue that the regulation of UK social work was a response to a more harsh, local
political climate for social work and its clients in Britain compared to many other
European states. They suggest that while British social work has faced a distinctive
and critical political context, other European states may be embarking upon a similar
trend to enhance external regulation and control over the profession and its practice.
Ife (2001), likewise, has cautioned against seeing processes such as globalisation in a
one-dimensional way. He argues that more localism is flourishing (itself requiring a
critical perspective) and that social work needs to be able to operate at both local and
global levels (p. 7).
In our view, British social work educators and researchers should encourage
European colleagues to assist us in developing the new degree but also to act as
critical friends. At a time when many UK educators will be subsumed by the multiple
demands of developing new programmes of study, and in many institutions, in
coping with expanded numbers of students, it will perhaps be a difficult balancing act
to devote energy to internal matters and external relationships simultaneously. But, as
Payne and Shardlow (1998) note, the value of comparative study is that it helps us to
ask questions, to see that alternatives exist and to challenge our prejudices.
British social work is itself not overwhelmed with evidence of what works in social
work training. We will benefit from new ideas and methods to study the educational
process, the fit between education and the ‘work’ of social work and long-term
relationships between being fit to practise and outcomes for those using services.
Forums, such as this Journal, provide one important way of letting colleagues learn
what works and, just as importantly, what does not.
What can the UK, for example, learn about from the deliberate increases in
training numbers of student social workers in Denmark (Halskov & Egelund, 1998)?
What has happened as a result? How was this managed? For, as many readers of this
Journal will acknowledge, expansion of social work education is not just a matter of
additional numbers but may necessitate recruitment of social work educators and
management of large student groups. What can we learn from the Italian experiences
of recruitment difficulties among educators (Cavallone & Ferrario, 1998) or Spanish
methods of working with sizeable student numbers (Rossell & Fernandez, 1998)?
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And, from The Netherlands, what were the long term effects of its major restructuring
of social work education starting in 1989 (van der Laan & Ploem, 1998)?
Predictions and possibilities
The advent of the new social work degree may provide impetus for more fine-grained
comparisons of curricula, outcomes and processes of professional acculturation. This
can build on the partnerships fostered under EU initiatives and programmes such as
Erasmus and Socrates. As Dominelli and Thomas Bernard (2001) have shown,
assessments of international exchanges are particularly valuable if they are informed
by the experiences of those participating and their reflections on their own learning
and that of the students they encounter elsewhere.
Second, the European directive of 1989 on training is but one of the series of
directives that will impact on social work. We have, in the case of social work
education, an opportunity to consider how such directives are implemented. In the
UK the advent of the Working Time Directive (Barnard et al ., 2003) and the arrival of
the EU Council Directive on Age Discrimination (Official Journal of the European
Communities , 2000) will perhaps impact on social work: but will this be to its benefit
or to the benefit of service users?
Finally, greater exchange of ideas, good practice, understanding and evidence may
emerge from closer relationships with colleagues in Europe who may feel UK social
work is now of equal status and academic or*/increasingly*/pedagogic importance
(Cameron, 2004). Much UK social work continues to rely on English language
sources and influences. Looking to European models of social work education and
exploring their outcomes and processes may add to the quality of the new UK social
work degrees. While some (Shardlow & Payne, 1998) have predicted a waning of US
influence upon European social work as Europe’s self-confidence increases, this needs
to be examined in detail. For colleagues in Europe, the new UK social work degree
programmes provide an ‘experiment’ or series of case studies to consider whether the
move to a graduate profession has been a means to raise the quality of the profession
and whether the location of social work almost entirely in universities reflects the
profession’s status and quality of the learning experience. We look forward to sharing
with colleagues the process of the evaluation of the new degree in England (please
contact the authors to be put on the newsletter mailing list) and discussing the
research methods as well as the findings.
Note
[1] On behalf of the Evaluation of the New Social Work Degree Qualification in England Team:
Jill Manthorpe, Jo Moriarty, Shereen Hussein, Peter Huxley, Sherrill Evans, Joan Orme, Beth
Crisp, Kathryn Dutton, Pam Green Lister, Kate Cavanagh, Gillian MacIntyre, Martin Stevens
and Endellion Sharpe.
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